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Dobkin: Trails to Tampa Bay: A Photo Essay

TRAILS TO TAMPA BAY: A PHOTO ESSAY
By J. B. Dobkin
The Tampa Bay region is one of the best known and most popular tourist destinations in the world
today, and we tend to take very much for granted the ease with which we traverse the interstate
highways from any point in the nation or jet smoothly into Tampa's efficient and humane airport. I feel
somewhat ancient when I recall a rainy weather trip taken in the late 1920s in my grandfather's 1926
Franklin, between Charlotte, North Carolina, and Daytona Beach, Florida. Engraved in my childhood
memory are hours of slipping and sliding on Carolina's red mud where long stretches of main highway
were not yet paved.
Like many Floridians in the 1920s, my first sea voyage came on the Clyde Mallory Line steamers out
of Jacksonville bound for New York City, with a brief stop in Charleston, South Carolina. The ship I
remember best was the Cherokee, and its upper decks were a convenient mode of travel for many of the
more elegant tourists of the boom-and-bust era in Florida. We ignored the many laborers and seekers
after new lives who were crammed into the lower decks, but I still can recall happy music drifting up the
companion ways. Mallory ships called at Tampa and provided a link with both East Coast and Gulf ports
from 1908 on. Travel was adventure and not merely routine, and all of us had plenty of incidents to
recount when those long and tiring, but usually exciting, journeys ended.
Except for a slim trickle of hardy souls, the tourist industry of southwest Florida did not exist before
the advent of the railroad in this area. Few indeed were the overland travelers in the pre-railroad days.
While we have no specific numbers to cite, we know that facilities did not exist to accommodate more
than a handful of winter visitors prior to 1880 in the Tampa Bay region. Most of these early "snowbirds"
came by ship at least a part of the way. After 1865, it was possible for a northern visitor to reach Cedar
Key by train and then transfer to ship for the final leg of the trip to Tampa.
Visitors of note were seldom seen in the early days of the region, but at least one visitor who came to
Tampa in 1876 was a celebrity and literate as well. Sidney Lanier arrived in Tampa on December 21,
1876, after an eleven day journey from Philadelphia by train and steamer. The final leg of the trip was
made on the steam vessel Valley City from Cedar Key. From 1866 until the coming of the railway in
1883, stages ran overland to Tampa. At the time of Lanier's trip, it took two days and a night to come the
134 mile distance from Gainesville; a jolting, swaying journey it was. While Lanier first described
Tampa as "the most forlorn collection of one-story houses imaginable," he soon changed his tune and
spent three months in Tampa under "the liberal friendship of the sun."
Tourists and facilities to accommodate them became a major Tampa Bay feature in the early 1880s.
After a decade of falling population and stagnation, which saw Tampa's business section of 1880
looking much as it had in Civil War days, a metamorphosis began with the arrival of the railroad in this
area. Through rail service with connections to the north dates from September, 1885, and by September,
1886, all of the track was standard gauge. Because of H. B. Plant, and his railway, Tampa, grew more in
the three years from 1883 to 1886 than it had in its first sixty years following the establishment of Fort
Brooke. From a somnolent 722 in 1880, Tampa's population more than tripled to a bustling 2,376 in
1885.
The railways did much to popularize Florida as a tourist destination in the 1890s and early decades of
the twentieth century. By pamphlets and advertisements in national magazines and major northern
papers, the delights of Florida were extolled to a wondering populace. The glamour of yacht travel was
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touted highly in a series of books on Florida and the West Indies. Many of these mentioned Tampa Bay
and the Gulf coast. While drawings of this area conveyed an artist's impression, it remained to the
photographer to capture a semblance of reality aided by the skilled brush of the retoucher.
By the time automobiles became a major factor in the area in the first decade of the twentieth century,
photography and the promotion of tourism in the Bay area were firmly joined. The auto era arrived in
Tampa with a bang and clash of cymbals on November 23, 1909, with the running of an endurance race
to Jacksonville and back. Eighteen attempted the 543 mile course, and the winning driver averaged just
over ten miles an hour. The importance of the race lies in the fact that it marks the birth of the "Good
Roads" movement in Florida and the first embrace in Florida’s lingering love affair with automobiles.
In 1914 the first major hard surfaced roads in Hillsborough County were constructed. During that year
seventy-five miles of' brick-paved roadway were built in rural areas, and eighty-five miles of city streets
were paved. Though much of the paving was only nine feet wide, some of its brick surface is still visible
today in Tampa after sixty-five years.
At the same time, another new form of transportation helped publicize the Tampa Bay area. The St.
Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line established in 1914 was the first commercial airline in the world and a
great advertising gimmick in its day.
The automobile and the prosperity of the nation after World War I made possible the first great tourist
invasion of Florida. The winter of 1919-20 marked the arrival of the so-called Tin Can Tourists. Cars
from all over the North headed to Florida piled high with bedding, tents, and boxes of canned food. In
no time at all the highways leading south were crowded, and the Tin Canners swarmed over the south
Florida landscape. Tampa, much to its credit, provided the best facilities available at that time at a
location in De Soto Park, on the shores of Tampa Bay. Camp sites were free, as was nightly
entertainment. There was plumbing with hot and cold running water available, and for only fifty cents
weekly, children from the camp could attend school in the Hillsborough County system.
These Tin Canners were the harbingers of the wild speculation of the boom years. By 1922 there were
30,000 members of the Tin Can Tourists of the World, which was formed in Tampa. Tampa itself had a
total population of only 51,608 in 1920, and the impact of masses of tourists spurred the fantastic
speculation of the era.
To illustrate the various means of transportation that enabled tourism to flourish in this area, we have
chosen a number of engravings, postcard views, and photographs taken from the collections of the
University of South Florida and the Florida Historical Society.
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Tampa Bay from the mouth of the Hillsborough River in 1885 shows a number of sail boats and a
single vessel under steam arriving in Tampa.

Tampa Bay from the mouth of the
Hillsborough River, circa 1905, shows the

Taking in the Florida Sights is
the caption on this original
photograph circa 1895.

The main street of St. Petersburg looking out on Tampa Bay in 1895. The deep
ruts in the sand show the marks of horse-drawn wagons like the one in the
picture. The tower in the left-center of the photograph is the Hotel Detroit.
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This 1909 postcard view of the Tampa Bay Hotel across the Hillsborough River also shows a sign
in the lower left corner indicating the landing for the launch to Sulphur Springs, a swimming and
picnic area just north of Tampa on the Hillsborough River.

River boats on the Palatlakaha River in 1895.

The steamer William Howard
Ocklawaha River in 1905.
Street scene in an unnamed south Florida town
shows the importance of the railroad. The
drawing appears in an 1885 pamphlet
published by the Hillsborough County Real
Estate Agency.
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol1/iss1/5

on

the

4

Dobkin: Trails to Tampa Bay: A Photo Essay

Original 1895 photograph labeled "Excursion Steamer." Ships like this traveled between
cities in the Tampa Bay area.

The Orange Belt, the first railway to reach St. Petersburg, was built between 1885 and
1889. Although the company was reorganized as the Sanford & St. Petersburg Railway in
1893, the locomotive in this 1895 photograph still carries the old name.

The St. Petersburg wharf in 1895. The
railroad line ran out to deep water enabling
large sailing vessels to load and unload with
ease. The fishing costumes of the period are
far from modern ideas of Florida clothes.
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Original photograph (circa 1895) of
Sutherland (now Palm Harbor) in Pinellas
County. This view shows the rail tracks
leading from the bay front to the hotel which
later became the home of Florida Southern
College prior to its removal to Lakeland.
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The automobile era had arrived by the early 1920s when a postcard captured
this view of Central Avenue in St. Petersburg.

The bridge across Boca Ciega Bay from St. Petersburg to Pass-A-Grille,
shown in a 1923 photograph.
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